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THE SOCIAL IDSTORY OF LEISURE AND SPORT 
IN COLONIAL BRAZZAVILLE 
By Phyllis M. Martin 
African historians have in the last few years begun to discover what has 
been evident to social historians of Europe and America for some time, namely, 
that the history of structures and of individuals can be profitably studied outside 
the work place, as well as inside. Issues of class, gender, generation, ethnicity and 
race, conflicts between colonial rulers and subjects, between private and public 
interests, and between church and state can be traced in hours of leisure, as in 
hours of work. Leisure time may be given over to recreational activities or to 
utilitarian concerns such as house-building or to social or personal obligations. It is 
recreational activities and, in particular sport, that are the main focus of this 
paper. 1 · 
In sprawling colonial cities, leisure time was fleeting for those who labored 
long hours and had to make the journey, often on foot, to and from the workplace. 
Recreation time was all the more precious for that. It was an opportunity to assert 
old and new identities and values; to develop networks that were a means of 
survival in the harsh conditions of urban townships; to refute or adapt older 
cultural forms; and to create and forge new ones. While some forms of popular 
culture were indigenous in their roots, others derived from elements in European 
culture and became truly "popular" as they were taken over by ordinary people, 
made to belong to them, and served their interests.2 
The dominant colonial class had a stake in African "free time." Missionaries 
were often the first to take up the question in relation to the physical and moral 
welfare of new Christians and students in their schools. In 1913, the Holy Ghost 
Mission in Brazzaville started a Youth Club which aimed to "give the natives an 
attractive place to spend their leisure time in a constructive way" and to "remove 
them from the influence of immoral dancing and dangerous companions." 3 
Administrators and employers became involved when "unruly" or "undisciplined" 
African populations were perceived as jeopardizing the security of white society, 
or when the health and efficiency of the work force seemed to be at stake. Self-
employed workers or the unemployed were not outside the range of European 
interest, for they shared in the daily life of the townships and work camps and 
were an intrinsic part of the emerging society in which labor was reproduced. In 
other words, leisure activities were very much part of what Frederick Cooper has 
1For a discussion of definitions of "time to spare," see Antony Giddens, "Notes on Concepts of Play and 
Leisure," Sociological Review, n.s. XII (1964), 73-83; also, Hugh Cunningham, Leisure in the Industrial 
Revolution (London, 1980). 
2por a discussion of definitions of popular culture, see Karin Barber, "The Popular Arts in Africa," paper 
commissioned by the ACLS/SSRC Committee on African Studies for presentation at the African Studies 
Association meetings, Madison, Wisconsin, 1986. Also, Introductions to Belinda Bozzoli, ed., Labour, 
Townships, and Protest (Johannesburg, 1978), and Town and Countryside in the Transvaal (Johannesburg, 
1983). 
3"Inauguration d'un Patronage," Le Petit Courrier Colonial, 10 and 17 February 1913. 
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called The Struggle for the City. As he wrote, "the struggle for the city is cultural as 
much as political and it goes on every day, as well as bursting forth when basic 
structures are at issue .... "4 
Liberal whites and African graduates of colonial schools, who were also 
enthusiasts about sport, music, art and theater in their own right, were often 
"brokers" in the transfer of ideas up and down the social scale.5 
Among recreational activities in urban Africa, sport, especially football, 
absorbs the attention of hundreds of thousands of men, and nowadays of young 
women as well. An article published in the municipal magazine of Brazzaville in 
1969 estimated that 75 percent of the leisure time activities of the city's male 
population was given over to watching or playing sport. 6 Radio and television 
newscasts give up-to-date information on top teams; waiters and taxi drivers are 
eager to give information on stars a visitor should see play and teams favored to 
win a championship; boys outside the main Post Office and on the platforms of 
the railway station sell French football magazines, together with pop music 
journals from Zaire. "Mwana-foot" (lit. "child's football" in Lingala) or football 
played by junior, neighborhood teams draws hundreds of spectators to patches of 
open ground in the late afternoon and on Sundays.7 In 1981 in Cameroun, some 
120,000 spectators crammed into Ahmadou Ahidjo stadium to watch the national 
team qualify to represent Africa in the final rounds of the World Cup in Spain. 
The president declared a national holiday in celebration.8 
Such enthusiasm for sport exists all over the continent and can be traced 
well back into the colonial period. In 1934, for example, Captain Daudet, the 
European president of the Native Sports Federation in Brazzaville, wrote in a 
report to the governor-general of French Equatorial Africa, "those in the African 
population who are interested in sport are at the point where it seems to be a 
permanent preoccupation with them .... "9 
Enthusiasm extended to supporters. Monsieur LeBail, a representive of the 
French Overseas Ministry, toured Africa in 1954 and told the French Equatorial 
Africa Federal Committee on Sport, "since my arrival in Africa, I have been struck 
with the infatuation of African crowds with sport."10 
4
Frederick Cooper, ed., The Struggle for the City: Migrant Labor, Capital and the State in Urban 
Africa (Beverly Hills, 1983), 34. 
5
This topic was considerably discussed at a conference on "New Perspectives on Colonial Africa;' 
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, 1987. 
6
"Petite Histoire de Brazzaville: Brazzaville de nos Jours," Brazzaville, Revue de ['Action Municipal, 
no. 13, January-February, 1969, 24. 
7
This paper is partially based on research conducted in Brazzaville and France in 1986-1987 which was 
financed by a Fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities. 
8w est Africa, ? December 1981. 
9 
Archives Outre-Mer, Aix-en-Provence, (AOM}, 5D18, Captain Daudet to Governor-General, 11 April 
1934. 
lO Archives Nationales, Brazzaville (ANB), JS7, Minutes of a Meeting of the Federal Committee on Sport, 
French Equatorial Africa (AEF), 9 November 1954. 
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Yet sport has as yet received relatively little attention from social histori-
ans of colonial Africa.11 This paper suggests some of the themes in the history of 
football in Brazzaville which seem worth exploring further for the new 
dimensions on the African colonial experience that they offer. 
The Origins of Football in Brazzaville 
Brazzaville, the capital of French Equatorial Africa, was established in 1880 on the 
north banks of the Congo river, where previously there had been a large African 
market and some fishing villages. It remained a colonial backwater for several 
decades since Central Africa was low on the list of French imperial priorities. 
Until the 1930s the town's population was predominantly transient, male and 
young, and popular culture reflected their interests. The African population, which 
was less than 10,000 on the eve of the First World War, was mostly made up of 
migrant workers: laborers, clerks, domestic servants, soldiers, traders and artisans. 
There were 573 Europeans, of whom 88 were women and children. The men were 
mainly in the colonial army or they worked for the administration or for 
commercial companies. By 1930, a more permanent African population had grown 
to about 37,000, while Europeans numbered 1038.12 
African football players picked up the rudiments and the rules of the game 
from watching white teams play; in scratch games in the streets of Poto-Poto and 
Bacongo, Brazzaville's two African townships; at the Catholic Mission youth club; 
and in school. 
The earliest white teams that are remembered were called "Elephants" and 
"Gobi" by African spectators. The first was made up of French and Portuguese 
players and may have existed before the First World War. "Gobi" was a team from 
the military post and is chiefly remembered for the fighting which accompanied 
its matches on and off the field. Crowds of Africans turned out to watch the big 
games which, by 1920, included matches against European teams from Leopoldville 
on the other side of the Congo river. In the Belgian Congo capital where the white 
population was two to three times that of Brazzaville, the Belgians, French, British 
and Flemish could each field separate teams; and they had a stadium. In 1926, 
European sports enthusiasts in Brazzaville joined together to form the Brazzaville 
Athletic Club (C.A.B.) which became one of the leading white social clubs in the 
capital. In 1927 they moved from their makeshift ground to the Marchand Stadium 
where African spectators flocked to watch Sunday matches. 13 
11A notable exception is William J. Baker and James A. Mangan, eds., Sport in Africa: Essays in 
Social History (New York, 1987), and several works on sport in South Africa by Tim Couzens and others. 
U,.he first reliable census of Brazzaville's African population was in 1951. Before this time, figures are 
estimates only. See L. Girard, "Brazzaville," Bulletin du Comite de l'Afrique Franfaise: Renseignements 
Coloniaux, 1916, 35; Annuaire Statistique de l'Afrique Equatoriale Francaise, Haut Commissariat de l'Afrique 
Equatoriale Francaise, I, 1916-1950, 41. 
13 AOM, 5D18, Decree authorizing the establishment of the C.A.B.,15 March 1926; "Petite Histoire du 
Football Congolais," La Semaine Africaine, 22 March 1970; interview with Fulbert Kimina-Makumbu, 10 
October 1986. 
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By the 1920s football flourished in Poto-Poto and Bacongo. Foreign workers 
from the French Antilles, from West Africa, and from Belgian Congo, who had 
learned to play football in colonial schools, were leaders in spreading knowledge 
of the new sport. In 1927, former students from the Urban primary school in Poto-
Poto joined together to form the first remembered African township teams, the 
"Club Scolaire Brazzavillois" and "Napoleon."14 By 1931, eleven independent clubs, 
four in Bacongo and seven in Poto-Poto, played matches on a regular basis. They 
collected dues to buy balls, nets and uniforms and in 1929 received permission from 
the Mayor of Brazzaville to clear a piece of land for a football field.15 African 
football in Brazzaville had by this time picked up its own momentum and 
flourished outside the colonial orbit. 
Although Western sports such as football were new in their form, physical, 
organized, competitive, activities which might be loosely termed "sport," were 
probably quite familiar to those who played and followed football in Brazzaville. 
As John Blacking has pointed out, lack of research into sport in precolonial and 
rural Africa makes it difficult to be precise about continuities in the practice and 
meaning of sport in village societies and in colonial cities.16 Yet the significance of 
sport, its association with physical and psychological prowess, with individual and 
group status, and with social gatherings, was probably known to many of the 
young men who learned to play football when they arrived in Brazzaville. 
In French Equatorial Africa, canoe races for young men as a test of skill 
and stamina were common on the Ubangi and Congo rivers. Boys were selected 
and trained as wrestlers by older men from the age of five among the peoples of 
the lower Congo and middle Ubangi. They took part in contests which were both 
a mark of individual achievement and a test of the status and prestige of their 
villages. There were rules as to what was permissable in the manner of wrestling, 
and contestants could be disqualified. Governor-General Eboue, a star athlete in 
French Guiana and in France in his youth, noted the similarities of the physical 
contests which he had grown up with and those he observed when he was 
governor of the Ubangi-Shari region in the 1920s? both for spectators and 
competitors. Wrestling matches and canoe races were publicized in advance and 
impatiently awaited. The hosts prepared for such occasions by preparing quantities 
of food and brewing beer which was served to the visitors. 17 
The integration of older ideas with township sport was also evident in the 
use of magic to ensure success in a game. In the 1930s, football teams in Brazzaville 
hired Senegalese and Hausa magicians to prepare the ground and players for a 
14"La Petite Histoire du Football Congolais," 22 and 29 March, 1970; interview with Fulbert Kimina-
Makumbu, 10 and 16 October 1986; interview with Clement Massengo, 27 October 1986. 
15 
ANB, GG363(2), Letter of Ex-Team Captains to Governor-General, Brazzaville, 13 May 1936; "La Petite 
Histoire du Football Congolais," 29 March 1970. 
16
John Blacking, "Games and Sport in Precolonial African Societies," in Baker and Mangan, Sport in 
Africa, 3-22. 
17
Karl Laman, The Kongo (Stockholm, 1953), I, 67-68, and II, 20; Felix Eboue, "Le Sport en Afrique 
Equatoriale," Le Monde Colonial 1/lustre, no.103, March 1930-1931, 60-61; Emmanuel Dade!, "Une Lutte 
Traditionnelle Congol~ise," La Semaine, 2 April 1955; interview with Fulbert Kimina-Makumbu, 10 October 
1986. 
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successful match. The fees varied with the significance of the contest. Captains 
and individual players were given preparations to rub on their skin to enhance 
their skills. A goalkeeper might be given a charm made from part of a monkey to 
improve his leaping ability; a forward might attach a charm to his shoe to help 
guide the ball between the goal posts; a skilled magician could turn the ball of an 
opponent into stone. 18 In the popular memory, stories are legion about the lengths 
to which players and supporters would go to ensure success in a big match. One 
Congolese writer summed it up: "it is understood that the smallest sporting success 
is based on a mysterious preparation of occult forces which have been tamed for 
the occasion." 19 A former football star explained the use of magic: "One cannot 
imagine that someone has more talent than all the others. It is necessary to believe 
that he has in his possession something which gives him this force, this power, this 
dexterity. He can only have this ability through the influence of a fetish."20 While 
further research is necessary to explore these ideas further, it is clear that the 
origins of Brazzaville football embraced both the old and the new, as the game 
was popularized. 
Accommodation and Resistance 
Sport was both an arena of conflict and of accommodation in Brazzaville life. 
Football was to some degree a "middle ground" in the sense that it was introduced 
by Europeans but it became part of the evolving culture of the African urban 
environment and took on a distinct character. It was a point where white liberals 
and African educated elites cooperated in the organization of activities that were 
mutually enjoyable and beneficial from their different perspectives. 21 
Jean Mouly, a dentist in the colonial service, who had been a star athlete 
and rugby player in his youth in France, was typical of a European amateur sports 
enthusiast who turned his attention to organizing African sport in his after-work 
hours. While based in Morocco and Madagascar, he had helped start African 
football teams and, in Brazzaville, he volunteered to teach physical education in 
the urban schools and coach African football. He and others started a Native 
branch of the Brazzaville Athletic Club where promising African footballers, 
boxers, and runners were given coaching. In 1931 he was appointed as the president 
of the newly established Native Sports Federation and his popularity with African 
18"La Petite Histoire du Football Africaine," 19 April 1970; La Semaine Africaine, 7 June 1959; 
interview with Clement Massengo, 27 October 1986; interview with Bernard Mambeke-Boucher, 1 December 
1986. 
19"Un Grand Champion: Diables-Noirs," La Semaine, 11 January 1965. 
20rnterview with Mambeke-Boucher, 1 December 1986. For other discussions of magic and football, see 
Robert W. Harms, River of Wealth, River of Sorrow (New Haven, 1981), 199; Remi Clignet and Maureen 
Stark, "Modernization and Football in Cameroun," Journal of Modern African Studies, XII, 3 (1974), 416-417; 
N.A. Scotch, "Magic, Sorcery and Football among the Urban Zulu,'' Journal of Conflict Resolution, V (1961), 
70-74; David Parkin, The Cultural Definition of Political Response: Lineal Destiny Among the Luo 
(London, 1978), 169. 
21c.c. Stewart, '1n Search of the Excluded Middle,'' unpublished paper, written as an overview of papers 
presented at the conference on New Perspectives on Colonial Africa. 
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players contributed to the initial success of that organization. 22 Pere le Comte, a 
priest with the Holy Ghost Fathers' mission who was assigned to the Brazzaville 
station in 1937, had a great deal of experience with youth work in French parishes. 
He was appointed director of the Catholic Mission sports organization, the 
Federation Athletique Congolaise, in 1937 and became an important mediator in 
relations between African players and European administrators. In the 1940s, he 
was the principal instigator and overseer of the building of the first stadium for 
African sport in Poto-Poto. The Stade Eboue, built with a combination of church 
and state monies, was opened by General de Gaulle in 1944.23 
African football also gained its own momentum and developed its own 
character as enthusiasm was generated among players and supporters in Poto-Poto 
and Bacongo. It could not ultimately be cast in the mold that white sponsors and 
administrators might have liked. A series of incidents in the 1930s illustrates this.24 
By 1931, the emergence of autonomous African football clubs was viewed with 
alarm by colonial authorities who saw them as potential centers for covert 
nationalist activities. At the time, the Depression had thrown hundreds of young 
men out of work and the numbers of unemployed were increased by those who 
returned home after losing their jobs on the Belgian side of the river. The French 
administration in Brazzaville was made further nervous by popular unrest in the 
city. The sentencing and exile of Matsoua Grenard, the Amicaliste leader, whom 
the colonial government considered a nationalist agitator, had resulted in 
demonstrations by thousands in the streets, strikes and confrontations between the 
crowds and the militia. 25 Suspicion fell on any meetings in the African townships 
which might be a cover for opponents of the government. The time had come to 
bring the football clubs under European supervision in a sports organization, "so 
that we can prevent undesirable elements, which under the cover of sport, group 
together for the purpose of political agitation and to provoke disorder .... "26 
Through the mediation of Jean Mouly, African team leaders reluctantly 
yielded to pressure to join a Native Sports Federation. Although they lost 
autonomy, they were promised subsidies to improve their equipment, a sports 
stadium for their matches, European coaches and trainers to help upgrade their 
skills, travel passes and transport for away matches. 27 
For about two years, relations between the Federation directors and the 
African football teams worked reasonably well. Many new teams came into 
22 AOM, 5D18, Jean Mouly to Lieutenant-Governor of Mayen Congo, 17 February 1932; ANB, GG363(2), 
Ex-Team Captains to Governor-General, 13 May 1936; "La Petite Histoire de Football Congolais," 29 March 
1970. 
23 Archives of the PCres du Saint Esprit, Paris (APSE), 227/VIIA, Annual Report of Mgr. Biechy, 5 
September 1937; 518/VB, Correspondence on Stade EbouC; 527/VA, Letter of Mgr. Biechy, 29 June 1942. 
24r have told this story in ''The 1936 Shoes Controversy: Colonialism, Youth and Football in Brazzaville 
(French Equatorial Africa)," International Journal of the History of Sport, forthcoming. 
25 APSE, 277/VA Annual Report of Pere Le Due, 25 September 1932; Marcel Sinda, Le Messianisme 
Congolais et ses Incidences Politiques (Paris, 1972), 166-197. 
26 AOM, 5018, Lieutenant-Governor of Moyen Congo to Governor-General, 23 March 1932. 
27 See Martin, "The 1936 Shoes Controversy." 
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existence; the level of play improved and large crowds turned out to watch 
matches on fields that were maintained by the municipality; and there was some 
help with equipment. But as white administrators adopted heavy-handed policies 
towards the players and failed to deliver on their promises, the African teams and 
their supporters boycotted games arranged by the Federation and it fell apart in 
1938.28 Players exploited Church-State rivalries by joining the sports organization 
of the Catholic Mission, which included thirty-four teams of all ages in 1937.29 At 
the same time, on the eve of the Second World War, independent, grass-roots 
football teams had again sprouted up in Poto-Poto and Bacongo. 
Another way in which African football asserted its own character was the 
manner in which the game was played and the behavior of crowds. Outstanding 
individual play was watched with appreciation and the best players received 
nicknames that revealed their style of play: "butterfly," "hammer," "train," "cha-cha, 
"the law."30 Team play was less recognized and European organizers complained 
that African players replaced controlled play with "brutality." As the president of 
the Natives Sports Federation wrote in a report to the colonial administration in 
1936, "it is the unanimous opinion of the Europeans who are involved with the 
football association, that since 1919 it has not been possible to create in the Natives 
a sporting spirit in the true and noble sense of the word .... "31 
European sports organizers were also critical of the behavior of African 
football crowds whom they frequently charged with wild behavior (what would be 
termed in present-day British newspapers as "hooliganism"). Crowds of supporters 
followed their teams, especially for big games, when a Bacongo team crossed town 
to play a Poto-Poto rival; when a Leopoldville-Kinshasa select team crossed the 
river to play a Brazzaville team; when a Christian team from the Catholic Mission 
played a secular team; or when a grass-roots team played a school team. In calling 
on the administration for funds for a stadium for African football games in 1934, 
Captain Daudet, director of the Native Sports Federation, stressed the problem of 
crowd control in the small fields that existed. Fighting provoked by Poto-Poto and 
Bacongo "chauvinism" was a frequent occurrence, he reported. 32 An article in the 
newspaper, Etoile, in 1936 complained of spectators who shouted abuse at the 
referees and players, and threw objects on the field, "while knowing nothing about 
the rules and how they should be applied."33 A report in the same year on secular 
and church youth organizations, claimed that football teams were like "units of 
combat" and that the Catholic Mission hesitated "to field teams against those of 
29 
ABoizieau, ''Les FCtes en l'Honneur de l'ArrivCe de Mgr. Biechy," Annales des Peres du Saint 
Esprit, June 1937, 173. 
30
Joseph Gabio, La Fabuleuse Histoire des Diab/es Rouges, (Brazzaville, 1983), 2; "La Petite Histoire 
du Football Congolais," 12 April and 31 May 1970. 
31
ANB, GG363(2), M. Benilan to Governor-General, 19 June 1936. 
32 
AOM, 5018, Captain Daudet to Governor-General, 11 April 1934. 
33
"De la Sportivit6," Etoile, 12 December 1936. 
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the lay Sports Federation for fear of an incident (broken legs etc ... )."34 A report 
of the late 1940s blamed a "lack of education" for public chauvinism which turned 
games into a "circus," where the public encouraged players to play to the gallery 
and engage in "reprehensible signs" which "saps the authority of the referees." 35 
While an interpretation of crowd behavior cannot be attempted here, these reports 
show how central football had become in the lives of ordinary people. 
Individuals and Sport 
How far did leaders of urban African communities gain recognition through 
talents displayed in sport or in other areas of popular culture? In studies of 
African nationalism after the Second World War, the "educated elite" loom large, 
but how were they known to ordinary people? In some cases, prowess on the 
sports field ( or in other activities associated with leisure time, such as playing in 
dance bands) may have gained popular recognition for future leaders, even before 
they became prominent political figures. Although star footballers in Brazzaville 
came from all types of background and experience, there were many who had 
learned the game in school and were, therefore, among those who rose to 
leadership positions as the country approached independence. Two life histories 
help to illustrate how recognition in areas of popular culture paralleled success in 
the political arena. 
Bernard Mambeke-Boucher learned football playing barefooted in the 
streets of Poto-Poto as a small boy in the 1920s. When he was twelve years old he 
played on a team organized by boys in his neighborhood named "Diables Rouges" 
after the Belgian national team. He went on to polish his skills at the first Congo 
secondary school, Ecole Edouard Renard, which was established in Brazzaville in 
1935. The school football team had a reputation for producing excellent players 
and winning matches was a "point of honor.'' 36 After an appointment as a local 
official in the colonial administration in the north, Mambeke-Boucher returned to 
Brazzaville and joined Renaissance, a team sponsored by the Catholic Mission in 
Poto-Poto. Between 1945 and 1950, he emerged as a major star. His team won the 
Brazzaville championship every year and one year beat a Libreville team to win 
the championship of French Equatorial Africa. He became a household word, 
known by his nickname, "Roi de la Plaine" ("King of the Playing Field"). An article 
written in 1959 on the early days of football noted: 
34 
AOM, 5D159, "Note sur le Scoutisme en Afrique Equatoriale Francaise," by J. Benilan, Inspector of 
Education, Brazzaville, 1 May 1936. The quotation is given here in the form in which it was written in the 
original. 
35 
ANB, JS6, "Le Football Africain a Brazzaville," a report for the Mayor of Brazzaville by Lieutenant-
Colonel Belocq, President of the Football Commission of French Equatorial Africa, n.d. (1948). 
36M. Perlstein, "L'Enseignement en Afrique Equatorial Francaise," Africa, XIV (April 19.43), 132. 
As for Mambeke, he was the greatest player of the earlier 
generation. He was called "Roi de la Plaine" and no name was 
borne so well. His prodigious ease reduced his adversaries to the 
position of humble slaves submitting to the royal will. Mambeke 
was the perfect all-round player .... 37 
9 
In 195l, he was one of those in the Renaissance club who complained about 
the Mission sports organization which kept the gate-money and did not allow the 
players to share in the material rewards of playing. Their gear, transport and 
medical expenses were all paid for out of their own pockets and they did not have 
insurance in case of injury. In negotiating with the Mission and the administration 
and in leading a breakaway from the Mission sports' organization, Mambeke-
Boucher gained valuable experience through the politics of football. In the 1950s, 
he joined the Mouvement Socialiste Africain and entered national politics. He was 
appointed as minister of education and youth in Opangault's pre-independence 
cabinet of 1957 and was also an elected member of the territorial assembly. 38 
Emmanuel Dadet learnt football in the streets and at the Urban school 
where he was in the first class to graduate in 1927. He became an assistant teacher 
at the Ecole de la Mosque in Poto-Poto and was an early organizer of African 
football teams as they developed spontaneously in the townships. He was also well-
known as a musician/composer and organized one of the first dance bands of the 
1930s, named Melo-Congo. He also organized a band which played for half-time 
entertainment at important football matches. After the Second World War, he 
entered politics. He held several ministerial posts from 1958 to 1960 and was 
appointed as Congo's ambassador to the United Nations in 1961. Dadet retained his 
prominence as a widely respected leader in Congo football, serving as vice-
president of the Football League of French Equatorial Africa in the 1950s. He also 
wrote articles on sport for the weekly newspaper, La Semaine.39 
Sport and Identity 
As has been noted for Dar es Salaam football in the 1930s and for Nairobi teams 
more recently, the Brazzaville teams and the loyalties which they stirred up among 
their supporters reflected the multiplicity of social divisions in the city.40 
Neighborhood teams niight be drawn from a single ethnic group which 
predominated in a specific corner of the city. The early clashes of teams from the 
two townships were also intensified by regional interests. People from the Pool 
37 La Semaine, 29 June 1959. 
381nterview with Mambeke-Boucher, 1 December 1986; interview with Kimina-Makumbu, 10 October 
1986; ANB, IGE 144(1), Minutes of a meeting of the Renaissance Club, 3 August 1951; Virginia Thompson and 
Richard Adloff, Historical Dictionary of the People's Republic of the Congo, 2nd ed. (Metuchen, N.J., 
1984), 144. 
39 La Semaine, 26 February 1955; interview with Mambeke-Boucher, 1 December 1986; interview with 
Kimina-Makumbu, 16 October 1986; Thompson and Adloff, Historical Dictionary, 65. 
40John Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (Cambridge, 1979), 393; Parkin, Cultural Definition, 
169. 
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and Lower Congo predominated in Bacongo, whereas Poto-Poto's population 
tended to be more heterogeneous, since foreigners and those from the north 
gravitated there on their arrival in the city.41 Newer affiliations were represented 
by school teams and by Mission teams, since one had to attend mass to play for a 
team sponsored by the Catholic priests. Other teams cut across all these 
distinctions, for example, by about 1940, teams existed that were occupation-based 
as the railroad company, business firms, the police, the public works department, 
the army, and other employers, acted as sponsors. 
Sports were also important in the developing consciousness of urban youth, 
those to whom Governor-General Reste was referring to in 1936: 
old people who look to the past do nothing to modify their way 
of life, or to change their social environment ... but young peo-
ple, the generation who are now arriving at the age of 
adulthood, have a quite different outlook and conception of life 
... new men are arising. A whole world with its own thoughts, 
ways of living unique to it which has broken definitively with 
h 42 t e past. ... 
Although football was played at mission stations and primary schools in 
rural areas, the excitement of competitive matches was largely a city experience, at 
least before the 1950s. It was in the towns that there was a concentration of young 
men who knew the game, who could put together a variety of teams to play in 
competition and for whom conversations about stars and games represented their 
immediate world. Grass-roots neighborhood teams seem to have served several 
functions for boys and young men in the city. On the one hand, they integrated 
players into male urban culture. Adult football stars were role models and heroic 
figures for city youth, and adults frequently organized and refereed neighborhood 
games for boys and gave them coaching. In games of "mwana-foot," scouts for 
adult teams identified talented players and recruited them at a later stage.43 
On the other hand, informal games also took place outside the adult world 
and promoted a youth consciousness, apart from family life. In his semi-
autobiographical account of sport in Congo, Jean-Claude Ganga gives an account 
of "mwana-foot" in the Aviation neighborhood, where he was raised in Bacongo in 
the 1930s and 1940s. He emphasizes the remoteness of the adult world for the boys 
whose passion was football. He describes the adult world breaking into the on-
going football games in the form of a mother calling her son to come and eat or 
to go on an errand, or an irate neighbor confiscating a ball that had been kicked 
over a fence. In the vacations, schoolboys would join those who did not attend 
school for games that went on all day and into the evening until adults called the 
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children indoors. 44 Football was a means of integrating boys and young men newly 
arrived in the city into a new culture and network of friends. 
In the 1950s, some "mwana-foot" became more highly structured as young 
men organized autonomous street football clubs as support networks as well as for 
fun. At the time, Brazzaville's population, still predominantly young and male, had 
mushroomed and unemployment was high. The teams elected office bearers; had 
weekly meetings to pick players, discuss strategy and issue challenges to other 
teams; and organized practices. Sunday matches took place on open grounds on the 
outskirts of Poto-Poto and Bacongo. So popular were these clubs with young 
people in the city, that the administration commissioned an inquiry into their 
activities. 45 Some 53 percent of the young men questioned belonged to a club. Ten 
clubs surveyed in Poto-Poto had a membership ranging from sixteen to forty-one, 
with an average age of eighteen. Those who were employed, and could afford it, 
paid for balls, shorts and shirts. Small foam rubber balls replaced the cloth balls 
that most of the younger boys played with. 
Clubs both represented specific interests and cut across the range of urban 
society. Some from a specific neighborhood had a single ethnic affiliation; others 
had a more heterogenous composition. The unemployed, the employed, and those 
in school were represented in the same club. The unemployed· spent most of their 
time on the streets with their friends looking for food and work and helping each 
other to survive. Those who were employed played leadership roles through the 
money that they could contribute to club activities. Members stressed that they 
were drawn together through their common experiences as young people in the 
city and through their love of football. 
Postscript 
This discussion, since it has largely dealt with football, has focused almost exclu-
sively on boys and men. When asked "what did women do in their spare time," 
female informants laughed. Women did not have spare time. The question remains, 
however, of how women were affected by changing perceptions and uses of leisure 
time in colonial cities, both concerning their own activities and those of men. 
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